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Abstract 

Writing has always been regarded as playing a prominent role in learning a second language. UAE university 
writing center provides a key support service within the institution, and as such must find ways to evaluate the 
impact of the instruction they provide. However, many studies of tutorial effectiveness lack adequate analyses of 
tutorial services and of both student and tutor awareness and outcomes. The purpose of the study is to explore 
the effectiveness of the writing center and its proposed services to improve students’ academic writing skills. The 
study combined quantitative and qualitative strategies involving surveying 50 students followed by in-depth 
interview with the supervisor of the UAEU’s writing center. Some major findings are that the study indicated 
that some students who visit the writing center are not aware of how to use it effectively. The study shows that 
76% of students stated that the role of the writing center is to edit their assignments. The study indicates that 
32% of students who visited the writing center were encouraged by their instructors to visit the writing center. 
This study implies some strategies to raise the students’ awareness of the writing center purpose and services. 
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1. Introduction 

Writing is important skill in the academic life especially in higher education system. It is a measure of academic 
achievement that drives learning and promotes intellectual and personal development. One of the writing center 
goals is helping students to learn and develop their writing skills. Writing centers gives students access and 
assistance on their papers and their ongoing projects in their educational institutions such as UAE University 
(UAEU). UAEU’s writing center was established in 2004. The writing center mission is to help foundation 
students to learn and practice academic writing to become better writers. The writing center holds regular writing 
workshops and provides practice materials for all foundation writing courses, ESP and the IELTS writing exam. 
The writing center is staffed by teachers from the English, Arabic and ESP programs of the University 
Foundation Programs (UFP), and peer tutors recruited from different UAEU faculties. 

Writing centers have collaborative teams which they call tutors. Tutors may be peers, professionals, graduate 
students, part time instructors or teachers. They meet individually with writers in the writing center either briefly 
(e.g., fifteen to twenty minutes) or for more extended periods of time (typically, an hour) to help a particular 
writer’s concerns. UAEU’s writing center provides different services such as workshops, promoting student 
engagement in writing and website. Students can work with tutors on any aspect of academic writing tasks (e.g., 
organization, proofreading). Tutors assist students in preparing their CVs or helping them with creative writing. 

2. Literature Review 

Writing centers were first established in 1969 and were called writing labs (North, 1984). “The writing center 
has developed over the decades into a sophisticated service, supporting students in first-year writing programs 
and beyond, across the full range of disciplines” (Thonus, 2002). Many scholars discuss the concept of the 
writing center. (Harris, 1989, p. 1) states that “writing centers exist in a variety of shapes, sizes, and settings”. A 
writing center is a good source for learning and improving writing skills among the students. Harris claimed, 
“Working with student writing is one of academia’s most labor-intensive activities”. Evaluating a writing 
center’s success is important. In universities, in particular, evaluation can play an important role in a university’s 
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improvement plans without putting anyone in a position to promise that writing center visits lead to increases in 
students’ test scores. Evaluation can be made by comparing the grades, motivation, and attitudes of the students 
who attend the writing center with those of students who do not attend. According to a study made by the 
supervisor of the writing center, which was conducted on 140 UFP (University Foundation Program) level 3 
students among seven level 3 writing classes. Participants were divided into two groups, an experimental and 
control group, 80 and 60 students respectively. Throughout 14 weeks of one semester, both groups completed 8 
writing portfolio tasks. The results indicate that both groups made significant gains throughout the semester. 
Flowever, the results also indicate that the experimental group is better than the control group. This shows that 8 
sessions at the writing center did have an impact on students’ writing scores. 



Figure 1. Results of a UAEU UFP study of gains after 8 portfolio writing tasks 


3. Methodology 

The main purpose of this study is to explore the students’ awareness of using the writing center services 
effectively. In this study, the researchers utilized mixed method research design that combines quantitative and 
qualitative strategies involving surveying 50 students followed by in-depth interview with the supervisor of the 
UAEU’s writing center. The collected data includes: 

3.1 A Questionnaire 

The number of participants is around 50 students, who are enrolled in the University Foundation Program and 
different UAEU colleges. 

3.2 In-Depth Interview with the Supervisor of The UAEU’s Writing Center 

The researchers interviewed the supervisor of the writing center and asked her some questions to measure the 
effectiveness of the writing center, to know what kind of services that the writing center provides for the students 
and to investigate if the students are aware of how to use the writing center services effectively. The interview 
questions are open, allowing the respondent to elaborate on issues under discussion. The interview’s questions 
are: 

1) Are the students aware of the writing center purpose? 

2) Do the students use the writing center services effectively? 

Effectiveness means that adequateness to accomplish a purpose or producing the intended or expected result. The 
main purpose of having a writing center in UAEU is to assist the students to improve their academic writing. 
More studies are needed to measure the effectiveness of the writing center, and achievement of its’ proposed 
purpose. 
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4. Results and Discussion 

The questions of the questionnaire and its’ results are shown below: 


Table 1. Question 1 (Is this your first visit to the writing center?) 


Answer Choices 

Yes 

24% 

Percentage 

No 

76% 


Table 2. Question 2 (What or who encouraged you to visit the writing center?) 


Answer Choices 

My instructor My instructor 

suggested it required it 

My friend 
recommended it 

Other 

Percentage 

22% 10% 

64% 


4% 

Table 3. Question 3 (How often did you visit the writing center the last two semesters?) 

Answer Choices 

Once 2-3 times 

4-5 times 

6 times or more 

Percentage 

14% 36% 

30% 

20% 


Table 4. Question 4 (Which type of help did you asked for in 

the writing center?) 



Answer Choices 

Grammar Vocabulary 

Spelling 

CV 

Other 

Percentage 

48% 12% 

20% 

12% 

8% 


Table 5. Question 5 (Do you know about writing center opening hours?) 


Answer Choices 

Yes 

No 

Percentage 

72% 

28% 


Table 6. Question 6 (Do you agree with the statement: The role of the writing center is to write the assignments 
for students?) 


Answer Choices 

Agree 

Disagree 

I don’t know 

Percentage 

24% 

72% 

4% 


Table 7. Question 7 (Do you agree with this statement: the role of the writing center is to edit the assignments of 
the students?) 


Answer Choices 

Agree 

Disagree 

I don’t know 

Percentage 

76% 

20% 

4% 


Table 8. Question 8 (Do you know about the online exercises that the writing center has on its website?) 


Answer Choices 

Yes 

30% 

Percentage 

No 

70% 


Table 9. Question 9 (Did you access the writing center website and try to do the exercises offered online?) 


Answer Choices 

Yes 

8% 

Percentage 

No 

92% 
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Table 10. Question 10 (If you answered yes to the question above, did you bring any of these online exercises to 
the writing center for correction?) 


Answer Choices 

Yes 

No 

Percentage 

4% 

96% 


Table 11. Question 11 (Overall, how would you rate the tutoring services of the writing center?) 


Answer Choices 

Excellent 

Good 

Fair 

Poor 

Percentage 

68% 

32% 

0% 

0% 


The researcher analyzed the questionnaire and found that the majority of students who visited the writing center 
have been encouraged by their friends to visit it. 32% of students indicated that their instructors suggested 
visiting the writing center to improve their writing skills. Moreover, 72% of students stated their knowledge of 
the writing center opening hours. However, 28% of students indicated that they do not know about the writing 
center opening hours. When the researcher made an interview with the supervisor of the writing center and asked 
her about their objectives, she said that the main goal of the writing center is to help students learn and improve 
their writing skills, not helping them in editing or writing their assignments. However, the results of the survey 
show that 76% of students agreed that the role of the writing center is to edit their papers. The survey shows that 
the majority of students (48%), who come to the writing center, come to check their grammatical mistakes. 20% 
of the students visit the writing center to check their spelling mistakes as shown in Figure 2. 


Types of help that students asked for in the 
writing center? 

■ Grammar ■Vocabulary ■ Spelling «CV BOther 
8% 


12 % 



12 % 


Figure 2. Assistant forms students ask in the writing center 


The writing center provides materials and online exercises for students to help them how to write. According to 
the questionnaire, the percentage of the students who do not know about these online exercises was 92%. During 
the interview, the researcher asked the supervisor of the writing center about these online exercises. The 
supervisor said that the online exercises are for University Foundation Program students only. It helps them in 
their writing. The researcher also asked her how the students get responses about the exercises. The supervisor 
stated that the student can printout the exercises and bring them to the writing center to get feedback from tutors. 
The researcher checked the online exercises which are in the writing center’s website and found that there are no 
instructions on each page of this exercises that indicate the facility of printing out the papers and checking them 
by tutors in the writing center. The instructions are stated on the first page of the online exercises which is 
unclear to the reader. The researcher also found that 68% of students rate the tutoring services of the writing 
center as excellent, whereas 32% of students rate the tutoring services as good. This means the users of the 
writing center are satisfied from the services that provides for them. But, not all of them are aware of how to use 
the services effectively. The majority of students think that the writing center role is editing their assignments. 
However, the role of the writing center is to assist the students in their writing assignments in order to improve 
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their academic writing. 

Regarding the interview results, the director of the writing center stated that the majority of visitors come from 
UFP, undergraduate students and some graduate students (Director of the writing center, personal 
communication, September 15, 2013). UAE University writing center is self-access learning resource that is 
open to all UAEU students and staff. Students can choose to visit the writing center as often as they like, and at 
their convenient time. Since 2004, “the writing center has been assisting members of the UAEU community to 
help to become better writers by offering expert writing assistance in a student-centered and collaborative 
learning environment’’ (Director of the writing center, personal communication, September 15, 2013). According 
to Director of the writing center (2013), the writing center offers many services. For instance, it helps faculty and 
foundation students leam more about writing and helps them to become better writers. Tutors work effectively 
when they are working in a supportive environment of the writing center. The tutor’s role is to help students, not 
to lecture or repeat available information that is in their textbooks. Writing center goal is to help students learn 
how to be independent and how to correct their own mistakes (Director of the writing center, personal 
communication, September 15, 2013). 

The director of the writing center stressed that the writing center is not a place for editing. The tutors’ function is 
to help students how to correct their own mistakes independently by showing them their errors. She also claimed 
that students need to bring their papers, outlines or any work that they need help with from tutors and tell the 
tutors what kind of help they need. This is the first step of how students could improve writing skill in their 
academic community. The students could also develop their skills in writing without relying on tutors, by writing 
and checking their grammatical errors or vocabularies using online programs or dictionaries. The purpose of 
having a writing center in academic institutions is to help students to develop their writing skills and to 
encourage them to be better writers in the future. The director also mentioned that every month the writing center 
publishes a magazine which includes students’ work such as poems. 

5. Conclusion 

The study indicated that some students who visit the writing center are not aware of how to use it effectively. 
The study shows that 76% of students stated that the role of the writing center is to edit their assignments. 
Whereas, the director of the writing center said that the role of the writing center is to help students how to write 
and develop their writing skills. This result shows contradiction among the students’ and the director’s 
perception and awareness of the writing center purpose and use. 

The study indicates that 76% of students who visited the writing center have been encouraged by their friends. 
32% of students were encouraged by their instructors to visit the writing center. This result raises a question of 
the instructors’ knowledge of the writing center and its’ usefulness. Also, the questionnaire shows that few 
students know about the writing center’s website, but they do not know that they may ask for feedback for their 
online exercise from tutors. The issue is that the website does not have clear instructions on the tutors’ feedback 
option. 70% of students do not know about the writing center’s website, which means that the writing website is 
not used fully by the students. 

The study is limited because of the small number of participants who answered the questionnaire. Increasing the 
sample size of the participants for the survey is needed for future research. Also, triangulating the data by 
conducting in-depth interviews with students that assess their knowledge and understanding of the center’s 
services will provide detailed information regarding a small group of people (Patton, 2002). In other words, 
qualitative research illuminates the individual differences between participants in a study, and creates a more 
detailed portrait of the findings. In future research, the study could be replicated by revising the questionnaire to 
be more detailed and researching the instructors’ perceptions in-depth regarding the purpose, significance and 
services of the writing center. The study implies some strategies to raise the students’ awareness of the writing 
center purpose and services such as creating an effective website for the writing center for all UAEU students 
and members, and send emails each week to let students to be aware of the services offered by the Writing 
Center. 
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